JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. Situated in the heart of Harlem, the Savoy spanned an entire city block on Lenox Avenue between 140th and 141st Streets.2 Simply the size of the place, which could boast a dance floor as big as a city block, must have been awe-inspiring. The initial impact of the enormous space was described by dancer Leon James: "My first impression was that I had stepped into a different world. I had been to other ballrooms, but this was different-much bigger, more glamour, real class...."3 Dance and Jazz historian Marshall Stearns wrote:
... glided and whirled on the sleek springy unobstructed dance floor. They jumped with ecstatic joy to the music of not one, but two of the "best bands in the land," The Savoy Bearcats, directed by personable Leon Abbey, and high-hatted, clarinet-playing Fess Williams and his Royal Flush Orchestra. Few first nighters will ever forget the dynamic Fess, whose eye-catching trademark was a shimmering, glittering diamond-studded suit, and whose showmanship and musicianship eventually catapulted him to national fame from the newly-born Savoy's No. 1 bandstand.6 Charles Buchanan, the Savoy's manager, who co-owned the Ballroom with the white financier Moe Gale, sought to create a palais de danse that would not only serve the local community, but would give Harlem a "luxury ballroom to accommodate the many thousands who wished to dance in an atmosphere of tasteful refinement, rather than in the small and stuffy halls and the foul smelling, smoke laden cellar nightclubs.... "7
Buchanan and Gale were aware of the popularity of Roseland, The Acadia, and other famous downtown ballrooms that flourished in the 1920's. They set out to make in Harlem not only a ballroom that would rival these other establishments in the scale and sumptuousness of its interior, but a ballroom that would enthrall the public with the excellence of its musicians and the brilliance of the dancers that came to "cut the rug" with some of the greatest bands of the period.' Their choice of location can only be described as ingenious. The cost of admission remained remarkably inexpensive throughout the Savoy's history. Charles Buchanan stressed the fact that, from its beginning, the Savoy "developed into a community proposition... where we could give the public two orchestras, a beautiful place and an opportunity of interpreting the rhythm of the drum and music that exist through the ages, all for cheap admission."'4
The Savoy was open every night of the week. Buchanan claimed that the Savoy never consciously sought out a white clientele: "We're not partial to white people who come to gawk.. besides we're not geared to make money out of them. They can't spend more than the admission fee and a couple of drinks."'6 Whites were not catered to specifically at the Savoy, unlike the Cotton Club, which drew its audience largely from the monied white downtown population that came to see staged entertainments by black jazz musicians and performers. Whites who made the trip uptown to the Savoy came not only to hear the vanguard of America's jazz musicians-musicians like Chick Webb, Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, Count Basie, Ella Fitzgerald, Benny Goodman, and any number of name bands and singers of the time-but to watch and emulate the black dancers who were inventing and developing intricate and brilliant dances with an astonishing prolificacy and performing virtuosity.
For young black dancers who went to the Savoy night after night, and more particularly those dancers who became the "elite" and were therefore able to dance in the Cats' Corner, dancing at the Savoy became a way of life. The Cats' Corner was a substantial area situated in the northeast corner of the ballroom and clearly delineated by an unspoken rule that reserved it for the best dancers. Nobody could blunder into this part of the ballroom. Dancers graduated into this corner by the sheer inventiveness of their dancing and the finesse and distinction of their performing style. Therefore, a great deal of time had to be spent working on the invention and perfection of new steps and partnering maneuvers before exhibiting them to fellow dancers in the Cats' Corner. Once a dancer was accepted into the corner, the competition was intense *f.2L1i and the drive to invent new steps, to perfect technique, and excel was paramount.
The presence of this regular group of dancers at the Savoy meant that night after night presented a new challenge. In this spirit of competition and mutual admiration, technical proficiency and showmanship was not only attained but had to be maintained as well. For serious Lindy Hoppers, the most crucial part of the evening was "showtime": "A third of the way or so through the evening the main-vocalizing and instrumental styling would come-and then showtime, when only the greatest Lindy-hoppers would stay on the floor, to try to eliminate each other. All the other dancers would form a big "U" with the band at the open end."'7 Describing a "showtime" performance Malcolm X wrote:
And finally the Duke (Ellington) kicked off showtime. I knew and Laura knew that she couldn't match the veteran showtime girls, but she told me that she wanted to compete. And the next thing I knew she was among those girls over on the sidelines changing into sneakers. I shook my head when a couple of free-lancing girls ran up to me. As always the crowd clapped and shouted in time with the blasting band: "Go Red, gol" Partly it was my reputation, and partly Laura's ballet style of dancing that helped turn the spotlight-and the crowd's attention -to us. They never had seen the feather-lightness that she gave to lindying, a completely fresh style-and they were connoisseurs of styles. I turned up the steam, Laura's feet were flying; I had her in the air, down, sideways, around; backwards, up again, down, whirling.... The spotlight was working mostly us. I caught glimpses of the four or five other couples, the girls jungle-strong, animal-like, bucking and charging. But little Laura inspired me to drive to new heights. Her hair was all over her face, it was running sweat, and I couldn't believe her strength. The crowd was shouting and stomping. A new favorite was being discovered; there was a wall of noise around us. I felt her weakening, she was lindying like a I fighter out on her feet, and we stumbled off to the sidelines. The band was still blasting. I had to half-carry her; she was gasping for air. Some of the men in the band applauded. And even Duke Ellington half-raised up from his piano stool and bowed.'
The passion of the moment, the hard-driving "hot" sound of the music, and the excited mob watching and spurring the dancers to new heights contributed to the elements of daring, risk, speed, and ingenuity of a "showtime" performance. An impressive aspect of the Lindy is the speed with which the partnering takes place. The partnering maneuvers are kept strictly within the tempo of the music and the accelerating insistency of the swing sound. This rhythmic continuity is one of the most outstanding features of the dance, and the dance phenomenon at work is the same as the swing element in the music.
Once the speed of the tempo has been decided on, its quality is up to the musicians in the rhythm section. I mean by this that the tempo should not vary enough for the ear to notice. A noticeable acceleration or a slackening, however brief, is usually enough to destroy the swing. Swing is possible, in classical jazz, only when the beat, though it seems perfectly regular, gives the impression of moving inexorably ahead (like a train that keeps moving at the same speed but is still being drawn ahead by its locomotive). 22 The Lindy Hop incorporated the "swing" characteristic from the Charleston's basic step-the Charleston Swing. This "swing" infused the Lindy Hop's basic step-the syncopated two step, with the accent on the off-beat-with a relaxed and ebullient quality. And this relaxed and ebullient style of execution gives the impression, like the music, of the beat moving "inexorably ahead." The dancers' feet appear to "fly" in syncopated rhythms, while the body appears to "hold" the fine line of balance in calm contrast to the headlong rush of the feet.
One should not underestimate the volume and loudness of the big band sound, and its effectiveness in raising the "tem- The relationship between the musicians and the dancers was based on mutual challenge. No evening was considered successful until the "joint was jumping," and the yardstick for measuring that was not only the number of people on the floor, but the frenzy with which they were dancing. Bands at the Savoy battled each other in order to get the dancers to raise "heat." Earl Warren, alto sax player in Count Basie's band, recalls just such an evening when Basie's band beat Chick Webb's "unbeatable" band in a battle of jazz.
Swingin' the Blues was built to be a house breaker... to create real emotion in the audience. We began working on it when we were on the road and getting things together for a battle of jazz with Chick Webb at the Savoy. The battle of jazz was something to be reckoned with and we had to have something fresh and new to bring to the Savoy or we would falter at the finish line. .... At the Savoy we saved it until about halfway down in the program. Chick did his thing, God Bless, and then we reached into our bag and pulled out this powerhouse. When we unloaded our cannons that was the end. It was one of those nights-I'll never forget it. 26 It is highly probable that the Aerial Lindy was born-probably exploded-from this kind of mounting exhilaration and "hot" interaction of music and dance.
However, air steps had to be carefully worked out. They required great physical ingenuity and utmost trust between partners, since they were acrobatic, and often dangerous. The "push-pull suggestion" referred to by Malcolm X is the key to the flow and the flawless timing of an aerial move. Since the vital force of the Lindy Hop is the speed of the execution of all the steps within the tempo set by the music, the trajectory of the woman had to take place within the same time structure of the basic steps of the dance. An important aspect in the structure of the Lindy Hop is the breakaway section. Its significance to the Lindy's development is overwhelming, because within this improvisational section, new steps and maneuvers were discovered, then incorporated into the dance.
The breakaway, as its name suggests, is literally a break in the partnering, as each dancer goes into a solo riff. These solos often occured with a solo section in the music. This focus in the action heightened the concentration of the moment, unifying sound and movement. The tense excitement in the ballroom as a great dancer extemporized added to the frenzy of the dance once the partnering began again. For the Lindy Hopper, this was a moment for exposition, a chance to demonstrate the inventiveness and distinction of individual style.
Moves that contrasted with, or interrupted the syncopated accents of the Lindy's basic step-such as a split, a stop/freeze, or a retard-were risky since they could shatter the rhythmic continuity. However, great Lindy Hoppers like Shorty Snowden-who remarked that he had, "put together new steps in the breakaway by slipping and almost falling"28-played with these rhythmic dynamics. These dancers "lived dangerously" by threatening the powerful impulse of the steady rhythm in the music and the frenetic flight of the dance. The thrill of reverting back to the basic rhythm with split-second timing after a declivitous move, then to take off again required dexterity and control. Great performers rarely faltered in these moments, and their inventions had the appearance of "... not an organized composition, not even the product of creative meditation, but the result of a crystallization of thought in the course of successive improvisations."29
The immense popularity of both Swing music and the Lindy Hop among the whites was due in large part to the impetus the burgeoning recording industry and radio gave to it. Both industries were controlled by whites who appropriated these uniquely black forms that were beginning to catch the public's fancy. 
